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FP-15-17

Marriage in the U.S.

Twenty-five Years of Change, 1989-2014
Esther Lamidi
Over the past few decades, there have been rapid changes in marriage patterns in the U.S. The shift in marriage is marked by a
declining marriage rate, a historically high median age at first marriage (29.2 among men, 27.5 among women), and growing
premarital and postmarital cohabitation that less often eventuate in marriage (Cherlin 2004; FP-14-18; Manning et al. 2014).
Using data from the 1989 and 2014 Current Population Survey, this profile examines women’s experiences of marriage over the
past 25 years. We present the share of American women aged 18-49 who had ever been married by race/ethnicity and by
educational attainment. In a related profile (FP-15-01), we reported 25 years of change in cohabitation.

Share of Women Aged 18-49 Who Ever Married, 1989-2014
A declining share of American women 18-49 are ever married.
In 1989, 27% of women aged 18-49 were never married; by 2014, 40% had
yet to tie the knot (Figure 1).
The drop in the share of ever married women is largest among those who are
younger (aged 18-29), suggesting much of the decline in marriage results
from postponement rather than a retreat from marriage.
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Figure 1. Twenty-five Years of Change in the Share of Women (18-49) Who Ever Married by Age at Interview

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, 1989- 2014

References:
Cherlin, A. J. (2004). The deinstitutionalization of American marriage. Journal of Marriage and Family, 66 (4), 848-861.
King, M., Ruggles, S., Alexander, J. T., Flood, S., Genadek, K., Schroeder, M. B., Trampe, B., & Vick, R. (2010). Integrated Public Use Microdata Series,
Current Population Survey: Version 3.0. [Machine-readable database]. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota.
Manning, W. D., & Stykes, B. (2015). Twenty-five Years of Change in Cohabitation in the U.S., 1987-2013 (FP-15-01). National Center for Family & Marriage
Research. Retrieved from http://www.bgsu.edu/content/dam/BGSU/college-of-arts-and-sciences/NCFMR/documents/FP/FP-15-01-twenty-five-yrs-cohab-us.pdf
Manning, W. D., Brown, S. L., & Payne, K. K. (2014). Two decades of stability and change in age at first union formation. Journal of Marriage and Family, 76
(2), 247-260
Payne, K. K. (2014).The Marriage Rate and the Great Recession (FP-14-18). National Center for Family & Marriage Research. Retrieved from
http://www.bgsu.edu/content/dam/BGSU/college-of-arts-and-sciences/NCFMR/documents/FP/FP-14-18-marriage-rate-recession.pdf

Change in Marriage Across Race/Ethnicity
The decline in marriage over the past 25 years cuts
across racial/ethnic groups (Figure 2).
Blacks experienced the greatest decline in the share of
women aged 18-49 who had ever married (29%).
Hispanics and Whites experienced similar declines
(18% and 16%, respectively).
White women were the most likely to have experienced
marriage in 1989 and 2014--more than two-thirds
(64%) of White women had been married in 2014.
Larger shares of White and Hispanic women had been
married in 2014 than Black women in 1989.

Figure 2. Twenty-five Years of Change in the Share of
Women (18-49) Who Ever Married by Racial/ Ethnic Status

Change in Marriage Across Education
There is a large educational divide over time in the
marriage patterns of women in the U.S.
Women with at least a Bachelor’s degree
experienced the smallest marriage decline.
Women with less than a high school education
experienced the greatest decline in marriage.
Between 1989 and 2014, the share of collegeeducated women who ever married declined by
5% compared to more than a 20% decline among
women with less than a Bachelor’s degree.
In the late 1980’s women with a high school degree
surpassed college educated women in their marriage
experience. Yet today high school educated women are
married at the same level as their counterparts without
a high school degree or some college education. The
highest share ever married in 2014 is among collegeeducated women.
Figure 3. Twenty-five Years of Change in the Share of Women
(18-49) Who Ever Married by Educational Attainment

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, 1989- 2014
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